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JAIN SITES OF TAMILNADU

Continued from last issue....

Jain universe: Mahameru, Nandisvaradvipa

The Jain conception of the universe is very complex; texts
describe in great detail the different worlds, cosmic oceans,
lands and mountains, etc. Visual depictions of the Jain
perception of the cosmos, carved or painted, are exhibited
in temples in order to help the devotees to understand the
basic structure of the universe, knowledge considered
necessary for spiritual development.

According to Jain cosmology, there are three worlds in the
world space (loka akasa): a lower world, a middle world and
an upper world; outside is the unlimited non-world space
(aloka akasa). The souls live in the three worlds, moving
from one to another according to their karma; when finally
liberated, they dwell in eternal bliss at the apex of the
worlds. Humans live in the innermost part of the middle
world. This middle world is a disc, constituted of numerous
concentric continents called islands (dvipa) separated by
rings of oceans. Among the cosmological depictions
commonly encountered in Tamil Jain temples are
the central world mountain Meru, situated at the
centre of the middle world, and the continent-island
called Nandisvara-dvipa.

Mahameru

At the centre of the middle world is the circular continent
called Jambi-dvipa, in the middle of which rises
mount Meru, the cosmic axis. This mountain is also
at the core of the universe in Buddhist and Hindu
cosmologies.

It is described as having three tiers and being crowned with
a self-created or natural Jain temple.

The representations of mount Meru in Digambar temples in
Tamil Nadu are usually made of metal and show a four-
tiered conical mountain on a square base with a jar

Stone Meru image
(Kilvailamur, Adinatha temple)

Metal Meru image
(Tiruppanamur, Puspadanta temple)

(kalasa) at the top; four seated Jinas are carved on each
tier, facing the cardinal directions. Sometimes, five such
merus are arranged in a line, representing the five merus
(paicameru). This group of five includes the central
one, in the midst of Jambu-dvipa, then called
Sudarsana, and four other sacred mountains
located on adjacent continent-islands, where
humans live: Vijaya in eastern Dhatakikhanda-
dvipa, Acala in western Dhatakikhanda-dvipa,
Mandara in eastern Puskarardha-dvipa, and
Vidyunmali in western Puskarardha-dvipa.

The five merus at the centre of a three-dimensional

representation of Nandisvara-dvipa (Ponnurmalai
Adinatha temple)

Nandisvaradvipa

Jambu-dvipa, the central continent, is surrounded by
numerous concentric ring-shaped islands,
separated by oceans. One of them has been
frequently represented in Jain art, Nandisvara-
dvipa, the 8" or 15" island from the centre, depending on
the sources. It is the place where Gods worship the Jinas, in
temples crowning each of the fifty-two mountains of the
island. There are four mountains of black colour located at
the four cardinal directions. Each of these mountains is
surrounded by four white-coloured and eight golden peaks.
This makes four groups of thirteen mountains, standing in
the four cardinal directions, all of them topped by a Jina
temple.

Nandisvara-dvipa representations in Tamil
Diagambara temples are either two-dimensional
diagrams painted on walls or three-dimensional
objects. The most common three-dimensional
depiction is a four-faced and four-tiered truncated
pyramid, topped by a jar (kalasa), with thirteen
seated Jinas on each side, evoking the Jinas housed
in the temples of the four groups of thirteen




(Tindivanaim, Parsvandtha temple)
mountains. There are also, though far more rarely,
large-scale three-dimensional representations, for
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(Tliryppanamuy Puspadanta temple)

i

(Ponnurmalaj, Adingtha temple)

instance in the Adinatha temple in Ponnurmalai,
where all the fifty-two mountains, of black, white
and golden colour, each topped by a temple housing
a seated Jina, surround the five merus of the three
innermost islands.
Paficaparamesthin, Navadevata
Pafcaparamesthin
A common symbolic representation in Jain temples is that
of the paficaparamesthins, the 'five supreme ones',
considered as major objects of veneration: the arhat, the
siddha, the acarya, the upadhyaya and the sadhu.
An arhat is a liberated soul who has not yet left his human
body; the term is also used as a synonym of Jina. A siddha is
a liberated and disembodied soul (residing at the top of the
universe in an eternal state of perfection). An upadhyaya is
a preceptor, a monk teaching the scriptures to others. An
acarya is a teacher at the head of a group of monks, who
administers the
religious
practice of his
disciples. And a
sadhu is an
ordinary monk,
a virtuous
person who has
renounced
worldly life and
possessions.
This group of
five venerated
beings is
invoked daily in
the most
important
mantra of the
Jains, known by
various names
such as
navakaramantra

I e
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(Puilal Parsvandtha temple)
or paficanamaskara. It has been depicted as a diagram in
the shape of a lotus flower whose petals and center bear
five seated figures, the central figure being the arhat (often
flanked by fly-whisk bearers and surmounted by the triple
umbrella). These visual representations of the
paficaparamesthins found in Tamil temples are generally
carved in stone or
metal.
Navadevata
Later in
Digambara art,
four more
elements
representing
objects of worship
have been added
on the diagram:
the Jina image
(caitya), the Jain
templl e
(caityalaya),
scripture (Sruta,
symbolized by a
book stand
_supporting an
7 open book) and
the wheel of law

| S
(Odalavadi, Adinatha temple
navadevata housed in
small open pavilion in the courtyard)

(Isakulathuy Mahavira temple)

(dharmacakra).
Digambara Jains call
this diagram
navadevata, the 'nine
R deities'.
In Svetambara
_ tradition, it is
r. generally referred to
“m as siddhacakra, 'circle
. of liberated ones'; the
four items added to the
paficaparamesthins are
the doctrinal concepts
of right knowledge
(jiana), right faith
(dar$ana), right
conduct (caritra) and

|l
(Ponnurmalai,
Simandharanatha temple)

right penance (tapas).
Navagrahas

The nine planetary deities in Tamil Jain temples are
usually found on platforms sometimes sheltered in
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a separate
pavilion. The sun
(Surya), the
moon (Candra),
Mars (Mangala),
Mercury
(Budha), Jupiter
(Brhaspati),
Venus (Sukra),
~ . Saturn (Sani),

' Rahu and Ketu,
are arranged in a
. square or a circle
around a central
figure. Mostly
found in the
northern part of
Tamil Nadu, they

7ayanuy, Navagrahas in a small open all seem to be
pavilion to the northeast of the late sculptures.
Adlinatha temple) To distinguish

o
i F |
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(Sevuy Adinatha temple)

them from their Hindu counterparts, the Jain
Navagrahas have a small Jina figure adorning their
headdress. Each of them is associated with a Jina, as
is made clear in some temples; in the Kunthunatha
temple in Karandai, for instance, a list painted on a
wall of the shrine dedicated to the Navagrahas gives
the following connexions: Siirya-Padmaprabha,
Angara (Mangala)-Vasupujya, Guru (Brhaspati)-
Vardhamana, Budha-Mallinatha, Sukra-
Puspadanta, Sani-Munisuvrata, Candra-
Candraprabha, Rahu-Nemi, and Ketu-Parsva. In a
few cases, the usual Navagrahas are replaced with 9
Jina figures (in Solai Arugavur and Kilsathamangalam,
for instance).

Padukas

Padukas, carved footprints of a holy figure, God or saint, are
ancient objects of worship in India, in Jain as well as in
Buddhist and Hindu traditions. Various Sanskrit names are

- . Y

Padukas, on lotus pedestals, of the 24 Jinas and of one ganadhara
(Karandai, gallery of the Kunthunatha temple)

Footprints engraved on the rocky ground
of a rock shelter in Vikramarigalam
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Three pairs of padukas, some Jain symbols and an
inscription on the rocky ground of a rock shelter in
Uranithangal

used to refer to
these objects, such
as paduka (the term
means 'sandal’, but
is also applied to the
representation of
feet), paduka-sila
('sandal-stone'),
carana, pada
('foot'), pada
('footstep’',
'footprint' or 'foot')
or $ri-pada ('sacred
foot', 'venerable
foot") — tiruvati in
Tamil.

The foot is the
lowest and
potentially the most
impure part of the
body. That is why
touching the feet is
a mark of respect
and humility
towards any
venerable person. Feet of elder, religious teachers and Gods
are especially worshipped.

In a Jain context, padukas often mark the place where a
Jina or a renowned ascetic died. These footprints
commemorate his presence on the place and illustrate the
idea that, having reached perfection, he left his body as well
as all material ties or, in the case of an ascetic not
completely liberated, they symbolize a step on the path to
liberation, towards a higher-level rebirth in which liberation
will be possible. An inscription is often found nearby, giving
information such as the ascetic's name, native place, date
of death, duration of the fast before death...

Pavilion built on the bank of a pond
near Karandai to shelter the padukas
of Akalankacarya

performed sallekhana, the fast unto death: muni $ri
Dharmasagar, who died in Shravana Belagola in 1940,
muni $ri Sudharmasagar, who died in
Gajabandha in Maharashtra in 1973, and sri
Gajapatisagar, who died in Tiruppanamur in 1988
(Tiruppanamur, Puspadanta temple)

Converted images
In the course of time, for various reasons, some Jain shrines
fell into disuse and a number of them were converted into
Hindu shrines. Some are now difficult to identify, for
unambiguous evidence is lacking, the Jain images having
been destroyed or removed from the place (or the cult
image being only partially visible); but others are clear
testimonies of such conversions. This is the case, for
instance, in Aivarmalai (Dindigul Dt.), where a large natural
cave was used as an abode for Jain monks. Just above the
cave, 16 Jina images which may belong to the 9th century
CE. or earlier have been carved on the rock. At present this
is a Hindu site; the ground has been covered with cement
and some brick structures have been added to the
cave, housing Hindu deities such as Draupadi
Amman, Hanuman and Siva in the form of several
lingas.

In many cases, the Jain images were not removed but
worshipped as Hindu deities, with or without alteration of
the sculpture.

In addition, many loose sculptures from ruined temples
came to be worshipped under a new identity. From time to
time, such cases are pointed out in the press.

"A fourth century idol of a Jain thirthankar has been found
in Bommadimalai village, in Pudukottai district. The
villagers were worshipping the idol just like a local deity
calling it as Bommadi muni, until the idol was identified as
that of a thirthankara by S. Madhavan, assistant professor,
Department of Tamil, H.H. Rajah's College" (Source:
Deccan Chronicle, Chennai, Saturday 28 November 2009).
Jina images may thus be worshipped nowadays by local
people under various identities, such as muni, guardian
deity, bhuta, Buddha, Murugan, Visnu, or even as a




Goddess...

Muni

Examples of Jinas that came to be
identified as munis can be seen
in Melamadai (Madurai Dt.),
where the main idol of the
Pandimunishva
[Pantimunisvarar] temple
was formerly a Jina, or in
Puliyur (Karur Dt.), where a
loose Jina sculpture is now
worshipped by the local people
as a Hindu God called Muni
Appicci.

(Melamadaj, Pandimunishvara) Guardian deity

An example is found in
Serumakkanallur (Tanjavur Dt.), where a Jina loose
sculpture is worshipped by the locals as the village
guardian deity Karuppacami.
Bhuta
In Idaiyur, two Tirthankara images of nice
workmanship are found in a Mariyamman temple
which is located in Mettu Street. They are placed on
each side of the temple's entrance. These images
were unearthed from the outskirts of the village, in
a place called 'Bhutamedu’ (Putameétu, 'Hill of the
bhutas') and were brought to the temple. They are
locally called 'Bhata’.
Buddha
A Tirthankara loose sculpture is found in
Pennakonam (Perambalur Dt.), together with a
Goddess image, on a small platform by the roadside.
The image is locally called 'Buddharsami’
(Puttarcami: 'Lord Buddha').
There are other examples, such .
as in Adanjur (Tanjavur Dt.) or
Maganipattu (Vellore Dt.).
Goddess
One example is found in Aliyar
(Coimbatore Dt.), where a loose
sculpture of a Jina located near
rock shelters is now
worshipped as a Hindu Goddess
called Attali Amman.

(Alivar, Attali Amman)
Murugan

In Mottamalai (Tiruchchirappalli Dt), a rock-cut Jina
image is worshipped as Murugan.

Visnu
In Puduppair (Kanchipuram Dt), a Parévanatha
sculpture is worshipped as Visnu in the Adikesava-

perumal
temple,
the naga
Dharanen
d r a
shelterin
g the Jina
being
identified
with the
snake
associate
d with
Visnu,
Ananta or
S e s a
Naga.

Trimurti £
At the foot |
of the
Puthur hill
(Madurai
Dt), a rock
shelter
adorned
with rock-
cut images of four Jinas has been converted into a Hindu
site. The carved relief shows four figures, a small standing
Jina and three larger seated Jinas who have their heads
surmounted by the triple umbrella. The central
seated Jina is Parsvanatha, with the naga undulating
behind him and sheltering him with its five heads. The faces
of the Jinas have been altered, especially by the addition of
a moustache and of a tilak on the forehead. The three
seated Jinas are now worshipped as Brahma, Visnu

and Siva. Sk

(Puduppair, Visnu)
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